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Chapter X 
 ?Renaissance ? withŽƵƚŶůŝŐŚƚĞŶŵĞŶƚ ?EĞǁ>ĂďŽƵƌ ?Ɛ ?Learning Age ? 1997-2010 
 
John Holford and Thushari Welikala 
 
 “dĞĐŚŶŝĐĂůĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƚŚŽƵŐŚŝƚŵƵƐƚďĞĂŶŝŶƚĞŐƌĂůƉĂƌƚŽĨŽƵƌĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂůƐǇƐƚĞŵ ?ŝƐŶŽƚĂŶ
alternative to non-vocational education. The latter is a universal need; but whether the 
ĨŽƌŵĞƌŝƐŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇĚĞƉĞŶĚƐŽŶƚŚĞĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŽĨƚŚĞĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ? ?(Ministry of 
Reconstruction 1919, p. 174) 
 “dŚĞƌĞŝƐƉĞƌŚĂƉƐŶŽďƌĂŶĐŚŽĨŽƵƌǀĂƐƚĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂůƐǇƐƚĞŵǁŚŝĐŚƐŚŽƵůĚŵŽƌĞĂƚƚƌĂĐƚ ?the 
aid and eŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞŵĞŶƚŽĨƚŚĞ^ƚĂƚĞƚŚĂŶĂĚƵůƚĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?dŚŝƐƌĂŶŬƐŝŶŵǇŽƉŝŶŝŽŶĨĂƌ
above science and technical instruction ... . The mental and moral outlook of free men 
studying the past with free minds in order to discern the future demands the highest 
measures which our hard-pressed finances can sustain. ? ?tŝŶƐƚŽŶŚƵƌĐŚŝůů ? ? ? ?, quoted in 
TUC 1953, p. 173) 
 “ĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶŝƐƚŚĞďĞƐƚĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐƉŽůŝĐǇǁĞŚĂǀĞ ? ? ?dŽŶǇůĂŝƌ ? ? ? ? ?ƋƵŽƚĞĚŝŶĨ ? ? ? ?, p. 9) 
 
In the British general elections of 1997 and 2001, the Labour Party under TonǇůĂŝƌ ?ƐůĞĂĚĞƌƐŚŝƉ 
achieved its largest parliamentary majorities ever  W greater even than in 1945, the year generally 
ƐĞĞŶĂƐ>ĂďŽƵƌ ?ƐŚŝŐŚĞƐƚƚŝĚĞ ?>ĂďŽƵƌ ?Ɛvictory in 2005 was also substantial, providing a working 
majority for two prime ministers: first Blair and then, after his resignation in June 2007, Gordon 
Brown. As a result, Labour had its longest ever period in government (1997-2010).
1
 The Labour 
government of 1945-50 was responsible for ƚŚĞďƵůŬŽĨƌŝƚĂŝŶ ?ƐǁĞůĨĂƌĞƐƚĂƚĞ. For many of its 
supporters, 1997 was also a moment of soaring hope, bringing an end to eighteen years of 
increasingly neoliberal Conservative rule. Hopes were certainly high among those committed to 
adult education. In the event, vaulting ambitions went unrealised; achievements in lifelong learning 
were modest. In respect of adult and lifelong education, the government abandoned values which 
had previously been central to Labour thinking, and accepted policies and practices which were little 
different from those espoused by the previous Conservative administration. This chapter 
summarises what the Labour government achieved, and explains how  W at a very early stage  W the 
                                                          
1
 Strictly speaking, there were four Labour governments during this period: under Tony Blair (1997-2001, 2001-
05, and 2005-07), and under Gordon Brown (2007-10).  In this chapter, however, unless otherwise specified, 
ƚŚĞƚĞƌŵ ‘>ĂďŽƵƌŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?ƌĞĨĞƌƐĐŽůůĞĐƚŝǀĞůǇƚŽĂůůĨŽƵƌ ?  
2 
 
ambitions of those who sought to ensure citizenship, democracy and liberal education were key 
themes of a learning society were defeated.
2
  
In Opposition, Labour had developed expansive rhetoric on the value of education: Blair famously 
announced ŝŶ ? ? ? ?ƚŚĂƚŚŝƐƚŚƌĞĞƚŽƉƉƌŝŽƌŝƚŝĞƐĨŽƌŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚǁŽƵůĚďĞ “ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂŶĚ
ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?David Blunkett, Labour ?Ɛ Education spokesman from 1994 and Secretary of State for 
Education and Employment ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚůĂŝƌ ?ƐĨŝƌƐƚŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ (1997-2001), had personal 
experience of adult education, having studied part-time to qualify for university. Prior to becoming a 
member of parliament, he had for thirteen years been a further education lecturer. He had also 
been a notably radical Leader of Sheffield ?Ɛ city council, and was closely associated with a number of 
thoughtful and educationally influential Labour intellectuals such as Michael Barratt Brown, the 
founding Principal of Northern College, Bob Fryer his successor, and Bernard Crick, Professor of 
Politics at Sheffield University (Taylor 2004, Fryer 2010). Fryer comments that, as the principal of a 
college established for working-class adult education, the new government  W and ůƵŶŬĞƚƚ ?Ɛ
appointment in particular  W broughƚ ‘ŵƵĐŚƌĞůŝĞĨĂŶĚŚŝŐŚĞǆƉĞĐƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ? ?&ƌǇĞƌ ? ? ? ? ?Ɖ ?   ) ? 
Labour ?ƐRecord  
From a similar perspective, however, the actual record of the Blair governments on lifelong learning 
has been described as  ‘pretty dismal ? P ‘ƐƐŽŽĨƚĞŶŝŶƚŚĞŚŝƐƚŽƌǇŽĨƚŚĞƌŝƚŝƐŚ>ĂďŽƵƌWĂ ƚǇ ?
ŽƉƚŝŵŝƐŵ ?ĂŵďŝƚŝŽŶĂŶĚŚŝŐŚŚŽƉĞƐǁĞƌĞĂůůďƵƚĚĂƐŚĞĚŝŶƚŚĞƵŶĨŽůĚŝŶŐƉĞƌŝŽĚŽĨŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?
(Taylor 2009, p. 75).  ‘KǀĞƌĂůů ? ?Taylor concluded, ƚŚĞ>ĂďŽƵƌŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛ ‘essential ideological 
drive, and the consequent practice ?ŝŶlifelong learning policy was  
geared to human capital perspectives, within a particular version of meritocratic expansion 
and marketised welfarism. Far from being a transformative agenda for social democratic 
change,  ?ƚŚĞŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛ ?lifelong learning policy thus aims for the incorporation of an 
increasing number of learners into the existing free-market culture; thereby, it is argued, 
producing beneficial, wider social effects  W reducing alienation, improving social cohesion 
and so on. (Taylor 2009, p. 75) 
                                                          
2
 This chapter focuses on England. Relationships between the countries of the United Kingdom are complex, 
and changed over this period. England is very much the largest country: a population of 52.2m in 2010 (84 per 
cent of UK total of  ? ? ? ?ŵ ) ?^ĐŽƚůĂŶĚ ?ƐǁĂƐ ? ? ?ŵ ?tĂůĞƐ ?Ɛ ? ? ?ŵ ?ĂŶĚEŽƌƚŚĞƌŶ/ƌĞůĂŶĚ ?Ɛ ? ? ?ŵ ?KE^ ? ? ? ? ) ?hŶƚŝů
1999 education in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales fell under the Scottish, Northern Ireland and Welsh 
Offices of the UK government, which were responsible to the UK parliament. In 1999 new legislatures and 
administrations were created in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales, to which responsibility for education 
was devolved. The UK parliament did not devolve its powers over education in England, which were the 
responsibility of the Department for Education and Employment (DfEE: this was renamed the Department for 
Education and Skills [DfES] in 2001).  On taking office in 2007, Gordon Brown divided education in England 
between two government departments, responsible, broadly speaking, for children and adults respectively: 
the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) and the Department of Innovation, Universities and 
Skills (DIUS). In 2009 the latter was amalgamated with the Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory 
Reform to form a new Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS or DBIS). 
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Taylor based his view on a consideration of three important policy areas (skills, widening 
participation, and civic or social purpose education). On the first, skills, he suggested the Labour 
record was  ‘ůŽŶŐŽŶƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐĂŶĚǀŝƐŝŽŶďƵƚƌĂƚŚĞƌƐŚŽƌƚŽŶĚĞůŝǀĞƌǇ ?ŽƌĞǀĞŶǀŝĂďůĞƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞƐĨŽƌ
ĚĞůŝǀĞƌǇ ? ?Citing 2004 research, he thought learning opportunities for employees had increased, but 
the actual increases in participation in training, whether on and off the job ?ŚĂĚďĞĞŶ ‘ƐůŝŐŚƚ ?(Taylor 
2009, p. 75). If anything, the position deteriorated  W despite frenetic policy development and 
rhetoric associated with the Leitch review (2006; see below): participation in job-related education 
and training remained pretty constant (between 28.2 per cent and 28.7 per cent) between 2001 and 
2006, but then declined quite sharply (to 27.2 per cent in 2007 and 25.6 per cent by 2010) (Aldridge 
and Tuckett 2011, p. 13). (It is, of course, probably fair to ascribe some of the post-2006 
deterioration to recession, ƌĂƚŚĞƌƚŚĂŶƚŽĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂů ?Žƌ ‘ƐŬŝůůƐ ?) policies  W though on the same 
argument, the business cycle should take some of the credit for earlier levels of participation.) 
On the second policy area, widening participation in adult ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ?dĂǇůŽƌ ?ƐǀĞƌĚŝĐƚǁĂƐ:  ‘ƚŚĞƐĂŵĞ
ŵŝǆƚƵƌĞŽĨƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐĂůĂĚǀŽĐĂĐǇ ?ƐŽŵĞĂĐŚŝĞǀĞŵĞŶƚďƵƚĞƐƐĞŶƚŝĂůůǇŵŽĚĞƐƚƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐ ? ?In relation to 
higher education, the numbers participĂƚŝŶŐŚĂĚŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚƌĂƉŝĚůǇ ?ďƵƚ ‘ǀĞƌǇůĂƌŐĞůǇƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ
participation from the higher socio-ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐŐƌŽƵƉƐ ?(Taylor 2009, p. 74). This verdict seems fair. By 
and large, different researchers have reached similar conclusions, using various data sources and 
methodologies (Bolton 2010, Stevenson and Lang 2010). The National Audit Office, drawing on a 
range of data, concluded:  
WĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶŝŶŚŝŐŚĞƌĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶŝŶŶŐůĂŶĚ ?ŽĨǇŽƵŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ? ? ?-30 year olds) has 
fluctuated from 39.2 per cent in 1999-2000 to a peak of 42.5 per cent in 2005-06. It currently 
stands at 39.8 per cent in 2006- ? ? ? ?EŽƚĂůůƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚŐƌŽƵƉƐŝŶƐŽĐŝĞƚǇĂƌĞƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ ? in 
ƉƌŽƉŽƌƚŝŽŶƚŽƚŚĞŝƌƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶŝŶƚŚĞƉŽƉƵůĂƚŝŽŶĂƐĂǁŚŽůĞ ? ?tŽŵĞŶĂƌĞďĞƚƚĞƌ
represented than men and those from non-white ethnic groups are better represented than 
white people. Social class remains a strong determinant of higher education participation 
with the proportion from lower socio-economic backgrounds having remained largely static 
over the past five years. White people from lower socio-economic backgrounds, both men 
and women, are the most under-represented group. (National Audit Office 2008, p. 11)  
There are, however, some indications that, so far as the social class mix of higher education is 
concerned, the situation began to improve in the ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛlater years: for instance, a 2009 
study of Full-time Young Participation by Socio-Economic Class (in higher education) concluded: 
over the period 2002/03 to 2007/08, full-time young participation for the top three socio-
economic classes fell from 45.2% to 41.2%, while for the bottom four socio-economic classes 
this has increased from 18.1% to 21.0%. The socio-economic class gap between these two 
participation rates has consequently narrowed by 7.0 percentage points (DBIS 2009, p. 1)
3
 
                                                          
3
 There are frequent references to the weakness of data on social class and participation. This particular 
ƌĞƉŽƌƚ ?ĨŽƌŝŶƐƚĂŶĐĞ ?ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƐƚŚĂƚĂƐŝƚƐ ‘ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞĚƌĂǁƐĨƌŽŵĂŶƵŵďĞƌŽĨĚĂƚĂƐŽƵƌĐĞƐĂŶĚƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌe 
ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶƐĂŶƵŵďĞƌŽĨǁĞĂŬŶĞƐƐĞƐ ?ŝƚƐŚŽƵůĚďĞŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĞĚĐĂƌĞĨƵůůǇ ? ?DBIS 2009, p. 1).  
4 
 
Higher education, though a dominating element of public expenditure on education for adults, is not 
typically regarded as lifelong learning or adult education. Taylor found Labour ?Ɛrecord on adult 
participation in learning even more disappointing, and it is hard to disagree. According to the 
National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE), the proportion of adults  ‘currently ? 
participating in learning in 2002 (23 per cent) was the same as it had been in 1996 (i.e., in the last 
year of the previous Conservative government), though there had been a slight increase (from 17 to 
19 per cent) in the proportion who reported they had participated ŽǀĞƌƚŚĞ ‘ůĂƐƚƚŚƌĞĞǇĞĂƌƐ ? ?By the 
end of the Labour government in 2010, the situation remained mixed: current participation had 
actually fallen back to 21 per cent (two percentage points below the figure for the year before 
Labour came to power), although 22 per cent now reported participation during ƚŚĞ ‘ůĂƐƚƚŚƌĞĞ
ǇĞĂƌƐ ? (Aldridge and Tuckett 2011, p. 11).  
Disaggregating overall participation in adult learning, some more positive trends emerge. Between 
1996 and 2010, the gender gap not only narrowed but reversed: participation (current and during 
ƚŚĞ ‘ůĂƐƚƚŚƌĞĞǇĞĂƌƐ ? )Ăŵong men fell from 43 per cent to 41 per cent while among women it rose 
from 38 per cent to 44 per cent (Aldridge & Tuckett 2011, p. 14). In terms of social class, drawing on 
the 2004 NIACE report, Taylor commented that between 1996 and 2004, the learning divide had 
actually widened, with participation rates falling for all except the higher socio-economic groups. By 
2010 the record was better; there had been a significant increase in participation among the lower 
socio-economic classes (although to levels still well below those among the more affluent groups: 
see Table X.1). 
[Table X.1: about here] 
Three other features of Labour policy on widening participation in lifelong learning emerge from 
dĂǇůŽƌ ?ƐƌĞǀŝĞǁ. TŚĞ ‘ŽǀĞƌǁŚĞůŵŝŶŐĐŽŶĐĞŶƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ ?was on younger learners, particularly those aged 
18-21 (and, in higher education, on full-time students living away from home); tŚĞ ‘ůĂƌŐĞŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇŽĨ
widening participation leaƌŶĞƌƐŝŶŚŝŐŚĞƌĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƐƚƵĚŝĞĚ Ăƚ ‘ůŽǁĞƌƐƚĂƚƵƐ ?universities and 
colleges; and the governŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛ ‘ŽǀĞƌƌŝĚŝŶŐƉƵƌƉŽƐĞŝŶǁŝĚĞŶŝŶŐƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶƉŽůŝĐǇ ?ǁĂƐ  ‘to enhance 
ƚŚĞƐŬŝůůƐůĞǀĞůƐŝŶƚŚĞǁŽƌŬĨŽƌĐĞƚŚƌŽƵŐŚǀŽĐĂƚŝŽŶĂůƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ ? ?He comments, in relation to the last 
point, that  
This perspective omits any recognition that there is a need to enable more and different 
learners to have access to a liberal and critical education; nor does it allow any collective or 
community notion of education  W ŝƚĂƐƐƵŵĞƐĂŶĞŶƚŝƌĞůǇŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůŝƐƚŝĐ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŵĂƌŬĞƚŝƐĞĚ ? )
frame of reference. (Taylor 2009, p. 75) 
This limitation also applied to dĂǇůŽƌ ?Ɛthird policy area, civic or social purpose education ?dŚŝƐŚĂƐ ‘a 
long history ? in British (and perhaps particularly English) adult education,  ‘ĨƌŽŵƚŚĞ ‘DĂŶƐďƌŝĚŐĞĂŶ ?
[see below] ethos of education for personal enlightenment and development, to socialist and other 
radical  W often community orientated  W provision ?. >ĂďŽƵƌŐĂǀĞ ‘rhetorical recognition in at least 
some government papers and policy statements ? to the importance of  “ůŝďĞƌĂůĂĚƵůƚĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ? and 
associated themes ? ?thought dĂǇůŽƌ ?ĂŶĚ ‘a few ? programmes (such as the Neighbourhood Renewal 
Initiative )ŚĂĚ ‘a real base in community development perspectives ?(Taylor 2009, p. 75). 
Unfortunately, these were  
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very much the exceptions. Exhortations to even modest and moderate liberal perspectives 
are rare, sotto voce, and very largely rhetorical:  ?through the period [1997-2010] this 
element has been consistently sidelined. (Taylor 2009, p. 75) 
In sum, the Labour governments of 1997-2010 brought rhetoric aplenty, especially on the need for 
lifelong learning; and a good deal of new policy too. They also brought many new mechanisms and 
structures for delivery: funding agencies and systems, targets, and the like. The cult of institutional 
 ‘ŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ?sometimes seemed ƚĂŶƚĂŵŽƵŶƚƚŽĂ ‘ƉĞƌŵĂŶĞŶƚƌĞǀŽůƵƚŝŽŶ ? of institutions. There 
were also broader policy priorities which had a significant impact on the policy and practice 
environment, and on the language of debate, in lifelong learning. For example, a Social Exclusion 
UŶŝƚ ?ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚĞĚŝŶ ? ? ? ? ?ĂŶĚůĂƐƚŝŶŐƵŶƚŝů ? ? ? ? ) ?ƉƌŽŵŽƚĞĚ ‘ƐŽĐŝĂůŝŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ ?ĂĐƌŽƐƐƉŽůŝĐǇĂƌĞĂƐ ?and 
 ‘ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ ? W ŽĨƚĞŶ ‘ĂĐƚŝǀĞĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ ? W became an important priority in certain areas (Millner 
2008). These made discussion more civilised. But if one turns from rhetoric, language and policy 
debate to delivery and impact, the record disappoints; and in particular it disappoints from 
perspectives informed by traditions of social democracy and liberal adult education. 
 
English Adult Education: Enlightened Traditions 
How were the high hopes dashed? Explanations can be found at a number of levels. It is true, of 
course, as Rizvi and Lingard argue, that Ă ‘ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌƐŽĐŝĂůŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƌǇŽĨŐůŽďĂůŝǌĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŶĂŵĞůǇ
neoliberalism, has underpinned educational policy shifts around the world over the last two 
ĚĞĐĂĚĞƐ ? ? ? ? ? ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ) ? Even while hopes remained high, Boshier saw the entire policy notion of 
lifelong learning which emerged in the mid-1990s ĂƐ ‘ŚƵŵĂŶƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚŝŶĚƌĂŐ ? (1998, 
p. 4)  W in contrasƚƚŽƚŚĞďƌŽĂĚĞƌ ?ŵŽƌĞŚƵŵĂŶĞ ?ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŽĨ ‘ůŝĨĞůŽŶŐĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ĨŽƵŶĚŝŶƚŚĞFaure 
Report (1973). Field (2006) presents a more nuanced account of the emergence and growth of 
lifelong learning as a concept; but intensifying globalisation and the need to respond to rapid 
economic change sit at its heart. Different kinds of explanation are to be found in political sociology. 
Michels (1916) would hardly have been surprised that Labour leaders supported the status quo. 
From similar positions, Miliband (1973), Coates (1975, 2000, 2003) and Panitch (1976) developed a 
socialist critique of the British Labour Party as never more than  ‘ĂƉĂƌƚǇŽĨŵŽĚĞƐƚƐŽĐŝĂůƌĞĨŽƌŵŝŶĂ
ĐĂƉŝƚĂůŝƐƚƐǇƐƚĞŵǁŝƚŚŝŶǁŚŽƐĞĐŽŶĨŝŶĞƐŝƚŝƐĞǀĞƌŵŽƌĞĨŝƌŵůǇĂŶĚďǇŶŽǁŝƌƌĞǀŽĐĂďůǇƌŽŽƚĞĚ ?
(Miliband 1973, p. 376). On this basis, as capitalism evolves, so the Labour Party adapts, but always 
ŝŶĂ ‘ĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶĂů ? ?ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚŝǀĞǁĂǇ.  
The specific form this took in the mid-1990s was  ‘ƌĞďƌĂŶĚing ?ĂƐ ‘EĞǁ>ĂďŽƵƌ ?after Tony Blair 
became party Leader in 1994.  Initially for electoral reasons (Labour had lost four successive general 
ĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ?ĂŶĚǁŽŶŶŽĐŽŶǀŝŶĐŝŶŐŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇƐŝŶĐĞ ? ? ? ? ) ? ‘EĞǁ ?>ĂďŽƵƌĨŝƌŵůǇĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞĚŝƚƐĞůĨĨƌŽŵ
 ‘ŽůĚ ?>ĂďŽƵƌ ?ƵƚĂƐůĂŝƌƉƵƚŝƚŝŶŚŝƐDĂǇ ? ? ? ?ǀŝĐƚŽƌǇƐƉĞĞĐŚ ?ƚŚŝƐǁĂƐŶŽƚŵĞƌĞly an electoral 
ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ P ‘we ran for office as New Labour, we will govern as New Labour ? ?dŚŝƐ ‘EĞǁ>ĂďŽƵƌ ? 
emphatically rejected the idea that the state should use old-style statist social democratic 
methods to regulate the market. Instead economic policy had to empower and liberalise the 
market, not restrict or limit it; the free market, now more than ever, was the means to 
ƐĞĐƵƌĞ>ĂďŽƵƌ ?ƐƌĞĨŽƌŵŝƐƚĞŶĚƐ ? ?EĞǁ>ĂďŽƵƌ ?ƐĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐƉŽůŝĐǇĨĞůůǁŝƚŚŝŶƚŚĞƐŚĂĚŽǁĐĂƐƚ
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ďǇdŚĂƚĐŚĞƌŝƐŵ ? ?ǁŚŝĐŚŚĂĚ ? ?ƉƌŝŽƌŝƚŝƐĞĚ  ?ƚŚĞŵĂƌŬĞƚŝŶƚŚĞŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶĐĞŽĨƚŚĞĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ ?
privatised and commercialised much of the state sector; marketised a great deal of state-
centred activity; boosted financial capital over manufacturing; built a flexible labour market; 
 ?ĂƐƐĞƌƚĞĚůĞŐŝƐůĂƚŝǀĞĐŽŶƚƌŽůŽǀĞƌƚƌĂĚĞƵŶŝŽŶƐ ? ?ĂŶĚ ? ?ƚŚĞƌĞďǇŚĞůƉĞĚĨƵƌƚŚĞƌƌŽŽƚƉƌŽ-
market, anti-corporatist, anti- (political) trade unionist, anti-public enterprise attitudes into 
British political life (Heffernan 2011, p. 165).  
From such perspectives, we need hardly be surprised by the docile and market-oriented character of 
the Labour government ?Ɛpolicies on lifelong learning: by its acceptance of the general international 
ƚƌĞŶĚ ?ƌĂƚŚĞƌƚŚĂŶƚŚĞĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚŽĨĂŶǇ ‘ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂƚŝĐƐŽĐŝĂůƐƚ ?ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞs  W though 
disappointment that the policies were so ineffective, even in their own terms, must remain.  Yet 
though we may not be surprised by the Labour government ?ƐƌĞĐŽƌĚŽŶůŝĨĞůŽŶŐůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ?ŝƚƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ
a dismal one; and we should perhaps reflect briefly on the distance Labour thinking on lifelong 
learning had travelled. Policy development for a learning society in England could have drawn on 
rich traditions in further and higher education, and perhaps especially in adult education. During the 
twentieth century, these traditions had been particularly strongly entwined with the politics, 
ideology and thinking of the labour movement, though they had also been widely endorsed on the 
political right. 
dŚĞƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉďĞƚǁĞĞŶƌŝƚĂŝŶ ?ƐůĂďŽƵƌŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚĂŶĚĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶǁĂƐĐůŽƐĞ ?ĂƌŐuably symbiotic, 
especially through the first half of the twentieth century. TŚĞtŽƌŬĞƌƐ ?ĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂůƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ
(WEA) - formed in 1903, just three years after the Labour Party  W thought of itself as  ‘ĂƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐŚŝƉ
ŽĨůĂďŽƵƌĂŶĚůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ? ?ŽůĞ ? ? ? ? ?:ĂĐŬson n.d.) Many of the most influential twentieth century 
Labour politicians studied or taught in WEA classes. When the 1945-51 Labour government enacted 
much of ƌŝƚĂŝŶ ?Ɛ ‘ǁĞůĨĂƌĞƐƚĂƚĞ ? ?ŽŶĞĐĂďŝŶĞƚŵĞŵďĞƌǁĂƐtǀŝĐĞƉƌĞƐŝĚĞŶƚ ?and fourteen other 
ministers (including the Chancellor of the Exchequer), were WEA tutors, former tutors, or executive 
committee members. Fifty-six members of parliament were active WEA tutors or students. (Stocks 
1953, p. 143) dŚŝƐƉƌŽǀĞĚƚŚĞt ?ƐŚŝŐŚĞƐƚƚŝĚĞ ?ďƵƚŝƚǁĂƐďǇŶŽmeans the end of its influence. 
dǁŽŽĨƚŚĞ>ĂďŽƵƌWĂƌƚǇ ?ƐĐŽŵŵĂŶĚŝŶŐƉŽƐƚ-war figures (Hugh Gaitskell, Leader 1957-62, and Neil 
Kinnock, Leader 1983-1992) had taught extensively for the WEA before entering parliament.  Of 
Tony ůĂŝƌ ?ƐĨŝƌƐƚĐĂďŝŶĞƚ ?ZŽďŝŶCook (Foreign Secretary) and Ron Davies (Secretary of State for 
Wales) had each been full-time WEA tutors for four years (Cook 2007, Davies 2011), while Gordon 
ƌŽǁŶ ?Ɛ>ĂďŽƵƌWĂƌƚǇĂŶĚƉĞƌƐŽŶĂůǁĞďƐŝƚĞƐƐƚĂƚĞƚŚĂƚŚŝƐ ‘first job after graduating [from university] 
was as a lecturer for the Workers [sic.] Educational Association ? ?ƌŽǁŶ ? ? ? ? ). 
The WEA ?Ɛ origins were ĂƐĂŶĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐŝŶƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ ‘ƚƵƚŽƌŝĂůĐůĂƐĞƐ ?ĨŽƌĂĚƵůƚƐ ?ĂĐƚŝŶŐ
as a pressure group on universities and government to devote resources to the education of working 
class adults and children. What its founder  W Albert Mansbridge  W and early members valued above 
all was liberal education ?dŚŝƐǁĂƐ ‘ƚƌƵĞĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?: iƚ ‘ĚŝƌĞĐƚůǇŝŶĚƵĐĞƐƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ?ǁŚŝĐŚƉĞƌŵĞĂƚĞƐƚŚĞ
ǁŚŽůĞŽĨƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ ? ?In contrast, most education provided to the working classes promoted only 
 ‘ƵŶƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐĂďƐŽƌƉƚŝŽŶŽĨĨĂĐƚƐ ? ?ƉƵƚƚŝŶŐƉĞŽƉůĞ ‘ĂƚƚŚĞŵĞƌĐǇŽĨƚŚĞŽƉŝŶŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞŚŽƵƌ ?ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ
ŝƌƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďůĞ ? ?ĂŶĚůĞĂǀŝŶŐƚŚĞŵƐƵƐĐĞƉƚŝďůĞƚŽ ‘ĨůŝŐŚƚƐŽĨŵĞƌĞƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ ? ? ?DĂŶƐďƌidge 1944, p. 1) 
Liberal education for adults was thus vital not only for the individual but for the common good  W for 
ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂĐǇĂŶĚ ?ŝŶƚŽĚĂǇ ?ƐƚĞƌŵŝŶŽůŽŐǇ ?ƐŽĐŝĂůĐŽŚĞƐŝŽŶ ? 
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Partly because of ƚŚĞt ?Ɛclose association with the labour movement, the necessity of liberal 
adult education became an accepted tenet of policy in England from the First World War to the 
 ? ? ? ?Ɛ ?/Ŷ ? ? ? ? ‘ĂĚƵůƚĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ǁĂƐĚĞĨŝŶĞĚŝŶůĞŐŝƐůĂƚŝŽŶĂ  ‘ƐƵďũĞĐƚƐŽĨŐĞŶĞƌĂůĂƐĚŝƐƚŝŶĐƚĨƌŽŵ
vocationaůĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?^ZK ? ? ? ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ) ?ĂŶĚover the years the term developed connotations of 
 ‘ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐĂůůǇůŝďĞƌĂůĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?:ĂƌǀŝƐ ? ? ? ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ) ?ŚƵƌĐŚŝůů Ɛassertion of the importance of liberal 
adult education, quoted in part at the start of this chapter, shows it was valued on the Right as well 
as the Left for its political role  W sustaining national identity and values  W as well as for what it 
offered to individuals. >ŝďĞƌĂůĂĚƵůƚĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶŚĂĚĂƐƚƌŽŶŐĞƚŚŽƐŽĨ ‘ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ?; its leading intellectuals 
having been strongly influenced by the Oxford idealism of T.H. Green and Benjamin Jowett, which 
 ‘ĞůĞǀĂƚĞ ?Ğ ?ƉƵďůŝĐƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ?ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌƚŽŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?ĞŵƉŝƌ  ?ĐŚƵƌĐŚŽƌĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ?ĂƐƚŚĞŚŝŐŚĞƐƚ
ĞƚŚŝĐĂůĂŶĚƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂůŝŵƉĞƌĂƚŝǀĞ ? ?'ŽůĚŵĂŶ ? ? ? ? ?Ɖ ?299; see also Steele 1994). Churchill ?ƐƉĂĞĂŶ
continued: 
I have no doubt myself that a man or woman earnestly seeking in grown-up life to be guided 
to wide and suggestive knowledge in its largest and most uplifted sphere will make the best 
of all the pupils in this age of clatter and buzz, of gape and gloat. The appetite of adults to be 
shown the foundations and processes of thought will never be denied by a British 
Administration cherishing the continuity of our Island life. (Churchill 1953, p. 173) 
Until the late 1980s all governments endorsed and funded liberal adult education. The rationale is to 
ďĞĨŽƵŶĚŝŶĂƉĂƌĂŐƌĂƉŚĨƌŽŵƚŚĞĐůĂƐƐŝĐƌĞƉŽƌƚŽĨƚŚĞDŝŶŝƐƚƌǇŽĨZĞĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶ ?ƐĚƵůƚĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ
Committee  W ĂƉĂƌĂŐƌĂƉŚƋƵŽƚĞĚĂƐ ‘ĞǀĞŶŵŽƌĞƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚƚŽĚĂǇ ?ďǇƚŚĞRussell Committee 
(Department of Education and Science 1973, p. 4): 
We do not wish to underrate the value of increased technical efficiency or the desirability of 
increasing productivity; but we believe that a short-sighted insistence upon these things will 
defeat its object. We wish to emphasise the necessity for a great development of non-
technical studies, partly because we think that it would assist the growth of a truer 
conception of technical education, but more especially because it seems to us vital to 
provide the fullest opportunities for personal development and for the realisation of a 
higher standard of citizenship. Too great an emphasis has been laid on material 
considerations and too little regard paid to other aspects of life. (Ministry of Reconstruction 
1919, p. 153; Department of Education and Science 1973, p. 4) 
Later government reports endorsed the importance of liberal adult education.  ‘dŚĞǁŚŽůĞƌĂŶŐĞŽĨ
evidence ?ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚďǇƚŚĞƐŚďǇŽŵŵŝƚƚĞĞ(which included Prime Minister Winston Churchill ?Ɛ
comments, quoted above), ǁĂƐ ‘unanimŽƵƐ ? that liberal adult education ǁĂƐ ‘ƐƚŝůůĞƐƐĞŶƚŝĂů ? (Ministry 
of Education 1954, p. 33) P ‘ĂĚƵůƚĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚŝŶƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƚŽƚŚĞĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇĂƚůĂƌŐĞ
a social and intellectual asset the loss of which would be deplorable; and we put on record our hope 
ƚŚĂƚƚŚĞŝƌŐĞŶƵŝŶĞĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶĂůŶĞĞĚƐǁŝůůŶĞǀĞƌŐŽƵŶĨƵůĨŝůůĞĚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚůĂĐŬŽĨĨƵŶĚƐ ? ?Ministry of 
Education 1954, p. 34). 
The character of liberal adult education, and the depth of its connections with Labour thinking, can 
be seen in two rather different post-war contributions. The first is from the Marxist literature and 
cultural critic, Raymond Williams. After fifteen years teaching WEA classes, he wrote an Open Letter 
to W.E.A. Tutors in the early 1960s (Williams, n.d.) The Association, he wƌŽƚĞ ? ‘ŚĂƐĂůǁĂǇƐƐƚŽŽĚĨŽƌ
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the principle that ordinary people should be highly educated, as an end justifying itself and not 
ƐŝŵƉůǇĂƐĂŵĞĂŶƐƚŽƉŽǁĞƌ ? ?Many people, at that time, thought that as secondary schools 
expanded, the need for adult education would decline:  ‘ƚŚĞĞǆĐĞƉƚŝŽŶĂůŵŝŶĚŝŶƚŚĞƉŽŽƌĨĂŵŝůǇ ?
would be  ‘spotted young, and  ? ? ?ŐŝǀĞŶĂƌĞĂůĐŚĂŶĐĞ ?. But, wrote Williams:  
ƚŚŝƐǁĂƐŶĞǀĞƌĂƚƚŚĞŚĞĂƌƚŽĨƚŚĞt ? ? ? ?ƐƉƵƌƉŽƐĞ ?KĨĐŽƵƌƐĞƚŚĞĞǆĐĞƉƚŝŽŶĂůŵŝŶĚƐŵƵƐƚ
get their chance, but what about everyone else? Are they simply to be treated as rejects? 
The W.E.A. stands for an educated democracy, not for a newly mobile and more varied elite. 
(Williams n.d.) 
The second contribution is from the Russell Report (DES 1973). Despite a background of expanding 
opportunities both at school and in higher education, which led them to expect demand for adult 
education to increase, they foresaw  ‘ůĂƌŐĞĂƌĞĂƐŽĨƵŶŵĞƚŶĞĞĚ ?ĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇĂŵŽŶŐƚŚŽƐĞůŝƚƚůĞ
ƚŽƵĐŚĞĚďǇƚŚĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶŽĨĂĚƵůƚĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?. TŚĞ ‘ƵƌŐĞŶĐǇŽĨƚŚĞƐĞƵŶŵĞƚŶĞĞĚƐ ?ǁĂƐůŝŬĞůǇ
ƚŽ ‘ƐŚĂƌƉĞŶ ?. In addition: 
The attainment of an acceptable quality of life for all and the development of a free, 
democratic society require that these demands and needs be met. (DES 1973, p. 3) 
The quarter century between the Russell Report and the election of the first Blair government was, 
of course, largely filled by eighteen years of (increasingly neoliberal) Conservative government (and 
Labour defeat). Liberal adult education, ŶŽƚƚŽŵĞŶƚŝŽŶZƵƐƐĞůů ?ƐĐŽŶĐĞƉƚŝŽŶŽĨ ‘ƵŶŵĞƚŶĞĞĚƐ ?ĂŶĚ
the social priorities they implied,  came under considerable criticism. The chief agents of the assault 
lay, of course, on the political Right  W notably Keith Joseph, Secretary of State for Education 1981-86, 
often seen as one of the most powerful ideologues of neoliberal thinking in Britain, who saw 
 ‘Ğducation as central to Britain's economic plight ? ?ǁĂƐƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůŽĨǁŚĂƚŚĞĐĂůůĞĚƌŝƚĂŝŶ ?Ɛ
 ‘ĂŶƚŝ-ĞŶƚĞƌƉƌŝƐĞĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ?, and  ‘relished the idea of challenging it at its hearƚ ? ?,Ăƌrison 2004). But 
there were also critics on the Labour side: liberal adult education was by no means the main target 
of (Labour Prime Minister) :ĂŵĞƐĂůůĂŐŚĂŶ ?ƐZƵƐŬŝŶCollege speech (1976), for instance; but he may 
well have regarded some collateral damage to it as acceptable.  
 
The  ?Learning Revolution ? Betrayed 
The early months of the new Labour government saw a flexing of adult ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƐŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂůand 
political muscles. Within three weeks of taking office as the new Secretary of State for Education and 
EmploymenƚŝŶDĂǇ ? ? ? ? ?ĂǀŝĚůƵŶŬĞƚƚĂŶŶŽƵŶĐĞĚŚĞǁĂƐĨŽƌŵŝŶŐ ‘ĂŶĞǁĚǀŝƐŽƌǇ'ƌŽƵƉŽŶ
ĚƵůƚĂŶĚŽŶƚŝŶƵŝŶŐĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?ƚŽďĞchaired by Professor Bob Fryer.4 Fryer had long experience of 
and commitment to liberal adult education. The committee was to  ‘ŐŝǀĞƵƐ[i.e., ministers] advice as 
we prepare a White Paper later in the yeĂƌ ? ?Ĩ ? ? ? ?Ă ) ?Two months later its membership and 
terms of reference were announced.  Members included two WEA officials, representatives of the 
BBC and the Trades Union Congress, six distinguished academics with deep knowledge of liberal or 
                                                          
4
 The group, sometimes referred to as the Fryer Committee, was also known by its initials, NAGCELL (National 
Advisory Group on Continuing Education and Lifelong Learning).  
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social purpose adult education, as well as representatives of further education, local education 
authorities and business.
5
 The group would  ‘ŚĂǀĞĂĐƌƵĐŝĂůƌŽůĞŝŶĂĚǀŝƐŝŶŐƚŚĞ'ŽǀĞƌŶŵĞnt as we 
prepare to publish our Lifelong Learning White Paper in the Autumn [of 1997] ? (DfEE 1997b). Its 
terms of reference were: 
To advise the Secretary of State on matters concerning adult learning as required, and with 
particular reference to extending the inclusion in lifelong and work-based learning to those 
groups and individuals whose increased participation will contribute to improvements in 
employability, regeneration, capacity building, economic efficiency, social cohesion, 
independent living and citizenship generally; and to make proposals in respect of: 
 ? the preparation of a Government White Paper on Lifelong Learning; 
 ? the strengthening of family and community learning; 
 ? the contribution of further and higher education to adult learning, having regard to 
relevant recommendations of the Kennedy Committee on widening participation in 
further education and the national Committee of Inquiry into the future of higher 
education [two other government committees which had recently reported]; 
 ? initiatives for development in the context of the University for Industry; and 
 ? the development of learning towns and cities. (NAGCELL 1997, p. 92) 
The Advisory Group issued its first report in November 1997, recommending  ‘ĂĐƵůƚƵƌĞŽĨůŝĨĞůŽŶŐ
ůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĨŽƌĂůů ? ?and specifically: 
 ? Ă ‘ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĐĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬĨŽƌƚŚĞƉƌŽŵŽƚŝŽŶŽĨůŝĨĞůŽŶŐůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ? ?ƚŽƌĞƉůĂĐĞĞǆŝƐƚŝŶŐ
fragmented and incomplete arrangements; 
 ? Ă ‘ĨƵŶĚĂŵĞŶƚĂůĐŚĂŶŐĞŝŶĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞ ? ?ďĂƐĞĚŽŶĂŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůƉƵďůŝĐŝƚǇĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶ; 
 ?  ‘ǁŝĚĞŶŝŶŐĂŶĚĚĞĞƉĞŶŝŶŐƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶĂŶĚĂĐŚŝĞǀĞŵĞŶƚŝŶůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ? ?ŝŶǀŽůǀŝŶŐŵŽĚŝĨŝĞĚ
ĨƵŶĚŝŶŐĂƌƌĂŶŐĞŵĞŶƚƐĂŶĚ ‘ƐǇƐƚĞŵĂƚŝĐŽƵƚƌĞĂĐŚĂŶĚĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚǁŽƌŬ ?; 
 ?  ‘ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞĚĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ ?ŽŶ ‘ƚŚĞŚŽŵĞ ?ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇĂŶĚǁŽƌŬƉůĂĐĞĂƐŬĞǇƉůĂĐĞƐŽĨůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ? P
ƚŚŝƐǁŽƵůĚŵĂŬĞƵƐĞŽĨ ‘ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐ ?ĂŶĚthe University for Industry; 
 ? simplification throughout the system, making it easier for learners to take up and 
continue lifelong learning; 
 ? ďĞƚƚĞƌ ‘ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐŚŝƉĂŶĚŐƌĞĂƚĞƌĐŽůůĂďŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ ?ĂƚƌĞŐŝŽŶĂůĂŶĚůŽĐĂůůĞǀĞůƐ; 
 ? improved information and advice, incorpŽƌĂƚŝŶŐĂ ‘ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐŚĞůƉůŝŶĞ ?;
 ? better information to enable target-setting for specific economic sectors; 
 ? ĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞŚĂƌŶĞƐƐŝŶŐŽĨ ‘ŶĞǁƚĞĐŚŶŽůŽŐŝĞƐŽĨĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶĂŶĚŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ? ?ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ
broadcasting; 
 ? ŽǀĞƌƚŚĞĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐĨŽƵƌǇĞĂƌƐŽƌƐŽ ? ‘Ɛƚep-by-step to increase the total volume of funding 
deployed to support lifelong learning by Government, other public authorities, 
ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ?ĐŚĂƌŝƚĂďůĞďŽĚŝĞƐĂŶĚŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ? E'>> ? ? ? ? ?ƉƉ ?3-10). 
This was a substantial agenda for change (though by no means beyond criticism:  see e.g. Jarvis et al. 
1998, for a critique by other adult educators); and a short summary does not do justice to its 
                                                          
5
 For NAGCELL membership, which changed a little, see DfEE 1997b, NAGCELL 1997, and NAGCELL 1999. 
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creativity and imagination. Quite quickly, however, significant opposition mobilised within 
government. The white paper was delayed. Then, The Times Educational Supplement (TES) reported 
(6 February 1998): 
The delayed White Paper on lifelong learning has been finally torn up, leaving Government 
plans to support education from cradle to grave in tatters.  David Blunkett ... still backs the 
lifelong learning proposals.  However, the Treasury wants no more open-ended cash 
commitments before its comprehensive spending review.  Mr Blunkett promised the White 
Paper last May, as the centre-piece of the new GovernŵĞŶƚ ?ƐĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚƚŽůŝĨĞůŽŶŐ
learning.  But publication was postponed at least nine times as civil servants and task groups 
struggled to make coherent a wide range of commitments to education and industry. ... 
A range of promises which would have meant extra cash for further and adult education 
have now been pushed down the political agenda.  The White Paper - which was to have 
been published next Tuesday - will be replaced by a series of consultation documents, 
ĐŽŶĐĞŶƚƌĂƚŝŶŐŽŶƚŚĞ'ŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?ƐĨůĂŐƐŚŝƉƉroposals affecting industry. (Nash 1998a) 
dŚĞƐĂŵĞĂƌƚŝĐůĞĐůĂŝŵĞĚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞǁŚŝƚĞƉĂƉĞƌŚĂĚďĞĞŶ ‘ĂƚƚŚĞƉƌŝŶƚĞƌƐ ? ? ?ǁŚĞŶƚŚĞƉůƵŐǁĂƐƉƵůůĞĚ ?
 W though the following week a junior minister denied this (Howells 1998).  The same issue alleged 
ƚŚĞ ‘ƚŽƌŶƵƉ ?ǁŚŝƚĞƉĂƉĞƌǁŽƵůĚŚĂǀĞŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ‘ĂƐĞƌŝĞƐŽĨŝŶŝƚŝĂƚŝǀĞƐŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐĂƐƉĞĐŝĂůĨƵŶĚƚŽ
support adult education and a commitment to expand further and higher education by 500,000 
ƉůĂĐĞƐďǇƚŚĞǇĞĂƌ ? ? ? ? ? ?EĂƐŚ ? ? ? ?ď ) ? 
The following week, the TES returned to the topic, reporting: 
Tony Blair and Gordon Brown jointly decided to scrap the lifelong learning White Paper and 
go back to the drawing board, senior Government sources confirmed this week . [Blair and 
Brown] ... were appalled by a lack of coherence , the lack of rigour when dealing with 
standards to be set and the open-ended costs of further education expansion.  
One senior official told The TES P ‘dŚĞĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶǁĂƐƚĂŬĞŶďǇEŽ ? ?ĂŶĚEŽ ? ? ?ŽǁŶŝŶŐ
Street, the official residences of the Prime Minister and Chancellor of the Exchequer 
respectively].  They wanted a paper of some coherence and were not getting it.  Also, 
500,000 more further education students would add hundreds of millions of pounds to costs 
ŶĞǆƚǇĞĂƌ ? ? ? ? ? 
[T]he work done on the paper was completely out of line with Mr Blaŝƌ ?ƐŽǁŶǀŝĞǁƐ ?ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ
senior sourcĞŽŶĂ'ŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚƚĂƐŬĨŽƌĐĞƐĂŝĚ ? ‘,Ğ ?DƌůĂŝƌ )ƐĂŝĚƚŚĞƌĞǁĂƐƚŽŽŵƵĐŚĂďŽƵƚ
trying to change the culture of training in Britain and not enough about standards and 
exams. ... (Nash & Crequer 1998)
6
 
Two weeks later, the government published a green  W Žƌ ‘ǁŚŝƚĞ-turned-ŐƌĞĞŶ ? ?dŚŽŵƐŽŶ ?dǇƐŽŵĞ
1998)  W paper, entitled The Learning Age (Cm 3790 1998).  According to The TES, this was the same 
                                                          
6
 Elsewhere, the same issue of The TES reportĞĚƚŚĂƚĂǀŝĚůƵŶŬĞƚƚ ‘ŝƐƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚƚŽŚĂǀĞĨŽƵŐŚƚƚŽƐĂǀĞƚŚĞ
ƉƌŽƉŽƐĂůƐ ? ?EĂƐŚ ?ƌĞƋƵĞƌ ?ZƵƐƐĞůů ? ? ? ?). 
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title as the white paper would have carried.  (But the subtitles differed.  The white paper, it was 
ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚ ?ǁŽƵůĚŚĂǀĞďĞĞŶƐƵďƚŝƚůĞĚ ‘dŽǁĂƌĚƐĂ>ĞĂƌŶŝŶŐZĞǀŽůƵƚŝŽŶĨŽƌƚŚĞ ? ?ƐƚĞŶƚƵƌǇ ? ?EĂƐŚ
 ? ? ? ?ď ) ?ƚŚĞŐƌĞĞŶƉĂƉĞƌ ?ƐƐƵďƚŝƚůĞǁĂƐ ‘ZĞŶĂŝƐƐĂŶĐĞĨŽƌĂEĞǁƌŝƚĂŝŶ ? ? )Bob Fryer, chairman of 
NAGCELL, later commented that although The Learning Age had been   
ůĂƵŶĐŚĞĚŽŶůǇĂĨƚĞƌƐŽŵĞŝŶƚĞƌŶĂů'ŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚǁƌĂŶŐůŝŶŐ ? ? ?ŝƚ ?ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶĞĚǁŚĂƚďĞĐĂŵĞĂ
deservedly celebrated foreword by Blunkett. The foreword constituted a lyrical and visionary 
case for the vital contribution of lifelong learning to employment skills, personal and 
spiritual development, national prosperity, aesthetic life and creativity, civilised values and a 
ƐĞŶƐĞŽĨĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ? ? ?&ƌǇĞƌ ? ? ? ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ) 
ƵƚŝŶƌŝƚĂŝŶĂ ‘ǁŚŝƚĞƉĂƉĞƌ ?ŝƐĂƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚŽĨŐŽǀernment policy, typically leading directly to new 
ůĞŐŝƐůĂƚŝŽŶ ? ‘ŐƌĞĞŶƉĂƉĞƌ ? ?ŽŶƚŚĞŽƚŚĞƌŚĂŶĚ ?ŝƐĂĐŽŶƐƵůƚĂƚŝŽŶĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚ W an opportunity for the 
government to make proposals, and receive feedback, but involving few if any commitments.  One 
newspaper ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚ ‘ĐƌŝƚŝĐƐ ?ĂƐƐĂǇŝŶŐƚŚĂƚƚŚĞĐŽŶƐƵůƚĂƚŝŽŶĞǆĞƌĐŝƐĞ ‘ĐŽƵůĚŵĞĂŶƚŚĂƚŝƚƚĂŬĞƐƚŚĞ
ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚĂŶŽƚŚĞƌǇĞĂƌƚŽƉƌŽĚƵĐĞĂŶǇƌĞĂůĂŶĚƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚƉŽůŝĐǇĐƌĞĂƚŝŶŐĂůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ ?
(Thomson & Tysome 1998).  This prediction proved optimistic:  the white paper eventually appeared 
in June 1999, sixteen months after the first paper had been shelved  W and under the title Learning to 
Succeed: a new framework for post-16 learning (DfEE 1999).  
 
Renaissance Stillborn 
Though its contents may not have matched iƚƐ ‘lyrical and visionary ?ĨŽƌĞǁŽƌĚ ?or the high hopes 
invested in the NAGCELL exercise, The Learning Age green paper did contain positive ideas, a good 
deal of rhetoric, and some proposals. Its ĂŝŵǁĂƐƚŽĚĞǀĞůŽƉ ‘ĂĐƵůƚƵƌĞŽĨůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ?ǁŚŝĐŚǁŽƵůĚ
bring ďĞŶĞĨŝƚƐĨŽƌŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ?ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐĞƐ ?ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐĂŶĚƚŚĞŶĂƚŝŽŶ ?'ŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚǁŽƵůĚ ‘ŚĞůƉ
ĐƌĞĂƚĞĂĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬŽĨŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚŝĞƐĨŽƌƉĞŽƉůĞƚŽůĞĂƌŶ ?ďƵƚŶŽƚƚŽ ‘ĨŽƌĐĞĂŶǇŽŶĞƚŽůĞĂƌŶ- 
ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐŵƵƐƚƚĂŬĞƚŚĂƚƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ? ? ‘dŽŐĞƚŚĞƌǁĞĐĂŶcreate a culture of self-
ŝŵƉƌŽǀĞŵĞŶƚĂŶĚĂůŽǀĞŽĨůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ? ? ? ? ?The chief specific commitments were to establish a 
 ‘hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇĨŽƌ/ŶĚƵƐƚƌǇ ? ? ‘hĨ/ ? )ƚŽ ‘ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚƚŚŽƐĞǁŚŽǁĂŶƚƚŽůĞĂƌŶǁŝƚŚǁĂǇƐŽĨĚŽŝŶŐƐŽ ? ? ?ĂƐƚŚĞ
ŚƵďŽĨĂďƌĂŶĚŶĞǁůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐŶĞƚǁŽƌŬ ?, and to encourage  ‘ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ?ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐĂŶĚƚŚĞƐƚĂƚĞ ?ƚŽ
share the costs of learning.  (dŚĞƐƚĂƚĞǁŽƵůĚĂŝŵ ?ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŝƚƐĨƵŶĚŝŶŐ ? ‘ƚŽǁŝĚĞŶƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶĂŶĚ
increase attainment at all levels where ƚŚŝƐǁŝůůďĞŶĞĨŝƚƐŽĐŝĞƚǇŵŽƐƚ ?; the main specific mechanism 
was to be  ‘/ŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů>ĞĂƌŶŝŶŐĐĐŽƵŶƚƐ ?7 ůŝŶŬĞĚ ‘ŝŶƚŚĞŵĞĚŝƵŵƚĞƌŵ ?ƚŽƚĂǆŝŶĐĞŶƚŝǀĞƐŽƌŽƚŚĞƌ
                                                          
7
 On Individual Learning Accounts, see Smith and Spurling (1995), Schuetze (2007). The House of Commons 
Committee on Public Accounts (2003, p. 5) ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚ P ‘dŚĞ'ŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐĞĚ/ŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů>ĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ
Accounts in England in September 2000, to widen participation in learning and to help overcome financial 
barriers faced by individuals. Accounts were to be available to everyone, including the self-employed, and 
were to be used to help pay for learning of the learner's choice. ...[T]he Government was keen to target people 
with particular learning or skill needs .... The scheme was successful in attracting over one million people back 
into learning. However, in November 2001, a fortnight after announcing the planned suspension of the scheme 
with effect from December, the Government withdrew it following allegations of fraud and abuse. Total 
expenditure is likely to exceed £290 million against a budget of £199 million .... The scale of fraud and abuse 
could amount to £97 million, including £67 million fraud. ? 
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public funds.) There were also a number of less costly proposals.  ‘>ĞĂƌŶŝŶŐŝƌĞĐƚ Wa new national 
ƚĞůĞƉŚŽŶĞŚĞůƉůŝŶĞ ?would offer ĂĚǀŝĐĞŽŶ ‘ŚŽǁƚŽŐĞt started and on courses to suit individual 
ŶĞĞĚƐ ? ? Partnership arrangements and other mechanisms would ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ‘ĂƚŚŽŵĞĂŶĚŝŶ
ƚŚĞĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ? ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŽƉĞŶƵƉĂĐĐĞƐƐ ?ƚŽĨƵƌƚŚĞƌĂŶĚhigher education. Use of  ‘new broadcasting and 
other technologies ? would be strengthened. sĂƌŝŽƵƐ ‘ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂůƋƵĂůŝƚǇĂƐƐƵƌĂŶĐĞƐǇƐƚĞŵƐ ?ĐŽŵďŝŶĞĚ
ǁŝƚŚƌĞŐƵůĂƌŝŶĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶƚŝŶƐƉĞĐƚŝŽŶƐĂŐĂŝŶƐƚĂĐŽŶƐŝƐƚĞŶƚĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬŽĨƐƚĂŶĚĂƌĚƐ ?would raise 
quality and achievement and reduce student drop-out rates. And there would be a qualifications and 
credit framework targeted at adults.  
Yet it is clear in retrospect that The Learning Age represented a defeat for the innovative educational 
thinking of &ƌǇĞƌ ?ƐNAGCELL. Its specific commitments were precisely, and only, those already 
announced by Blunkett in his speech appointing NAGCELL: 
[W]e will shortly be launching a National Learning Line.  This will provide an early impetus 
towards our aim of a learning society .... [T]he University for Industry, will engage a range of 
public and private partners to harness the contribution of modern technology ... to open up 
opportunities to help adults realise their potential. ... ... [W]e must help people invest in 
their own skills .... Individual Learning Accounts ... will offer a million people the opportunity 
... to experience learning, in some cases for the first time since they left school.  We will 
contribute £150 to each account to support those who make a small contribution 
themselves.  We will also encourage employers to contribute to their ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ?ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐ ?
(DfEE 1997a) 
Indeed, Blunkett and his adult educational band had been forced to retreat to commitments already 
made before the general election ?>ĂďŽƵƌ ?Ɛ1997 manifesto, New Labour because Britain deserves 
better had endorsed lifelong learning, though in a strongly vocational vein ?ǁŝƚŚŶŽŶĞŽĨůƵŶŬĞƚƚ ?Ɛ
ŵŽƌĞ ‘lyrical and visionary ?ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐ:  ‘We must learn throughout life, to retain employment through 
new and improved skills. We will promote adult learning both at work and in the critical sector of 
further education. ? ?Labour Party 1997) Its only specific commitments were to individual learning 
accounts and the University for Industry: 
Employers have the primary responsibility for training their workforces in job-related skills. 
But individuals should be given the power to invest in training. We will invest public money 
for training in Individual Learning Accounts which individuals  W for example women 
returning to the labour force  W can then use to gain the skills they want. We will kickstart the 
programme for up to a million people, using £150 million ... which could be better used [i.e. 
reallocating existing funding] and which would provide a contribution of £150, alongside 
individuals making small investments of their own. Employers will be encouraged to make 
voluntary contributions to these funds. ... 
KƵƌŶĞǁhŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇĨŽƌ/ŶĚƵƐƚƌǇ ?ǁŝůůďƌŝŶŐŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌǇĂŶĚĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌƚŽ
create a new resource whose remit will be to use new technology to enhance skills and 
education. The University for Industry will be a public/private partnership, commissioning 
software and developing the links to extend lifelong learning.  (Labour Party 1997) 
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In short, The Learning Age represented a defeat for the creative policy thinking developed by the 
NAGCELL, and a retreat to the agenda developed by Labour in Opposition. 
 
From  ?Intimacy of Connection ? ƚŽ ?Strengthening Employer Voice ? 
The principal specific proposals in The Learning Age can, therefore, be traced back to the Labour 
WĂƌƚǇ ?ƐĞůĞction manifesto, rather than to the more expansive thinking of the NAGCELL group. The 
traditions of community and citizenship learning, of collective learning, and of liberal adult 
education, had been substantially abandoned. E/ ?ƐĐommentary reflected this disappointment: 
Whilst the [Learning Age] paper explores welcome practical steps to be taken to raise 
standards of achievement, and to revitalise Britain's skills, it has little to say in detail about 
how learning that fosters citizenship, or respects and celebrates cultural diversity can be 
ĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞĚ ? ?[In particular, it had] almost nothing to say on the different challenges facing 
the country in meeting the learning aspirations of people living in its inner cities, or its rural 
communities, although these will significantly affect the delivery of UfI; it has little to say 
about the contribution to be made to the achievement of the vision by Britain's black 
communities; or about the challenges facing people with learning difficulties in securing an 
adult curriculum that will support them in exercising their rights and duties as citizens in an 
ŝŶĨŽƌŵĞĚǁĂǇ ?/ƚĚŽĞƐŶŽƚƐĂǇĞŶŽƵŐŚĂďŽƵƚƚŚĞůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐŶĞĞĚƐŽĨŽůĚĞƌƉĞŽƉůĞ ? ?(NIACE 
1998) 
David Blunkett's foreword to The Learning Age had captured the  ‘intimacy of the connection 
between creativity, learning, social movements and economic regeneration in his celebration of 
Victorian working people's ingenuity in using learning to create new social forms ? ?but no policy 
proposals had been developed which would ĂůůŽǁ ‘that intimacy to be renewed ? (NIACE 1998). In 
ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ? ‘much more ?ǁĂƐŶĞĞĚĞĚ ‘to foster active citizenship ? P 
The Green Paper concentrates on individual aspiration at the expense of what we learn 
together. It gives too little priority to the important role voluntary organisations can play in 
the evolution of a learning society. (NIACE 1998) 
By its nature, NIACE works with government. It prefers making things just a little better (or just a 
little less bad) to complete exclusion from policy circles. Its reservations were, therefore, less than 
strident, and hedged with positives. But regrettably, The Learning Age was as good as it ever got for 
non-vocational adult learning.
8
 The white paper, Learning to Succeed (DfEE 1999), NIACE thought 
 ‘ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂƚĞĚ ? the challenge: 
                                                          
8
 ĐŽŶƐƵůƚĂƚŝŽŶƉĂƉĞƌ ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞŶĂǁŚŝƚĞƉĂƉĞƌ ?ŽŶ ‘ŝnformal adult learning ?were issued under 'ŽƌĚŽŶƌŽǁŶ ?Ɛ
administration. Their language was similar to The Learning Age a decade earlier.  ‘KƵƌĐŽƵŶƚƌǇĞŶũŽǇƐĂƌŝĐŚĂŶĚ
diverse history of adult education ... This consultation ... will lead to a new vision for informal adult learning for 
the 21
st
 century ? (DIUS 2008, pp. 2-3). The resulting white paper, The Learning Revolution (the discarded 





of the economy has weakened a range of other dimensions of lifelong learning of the sort 
ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚĞĚŝŶƚŚĞ^ĞĐƌĞƚĂƌǇŽĨ^ƚĂƚĞ ?ƐŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶƚŽThe Learning Age. For more than a 
decade central Government has encouraged Local Education Authorities to ... reallocate 
money to schools ... [and] cut back on investment in community based adult learning .... The 
result has been that for many pensioners, and others whose learning aspirations relate to 
personal development and cultural enrichment there has been a marked diminution in 
curriculum offer .... (NIACE 1999)  
As the Labour government matured, so its vision for adult learning became further fixated by the 
 ‘ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƌǇ ?ŽĨŐůŽďĂůĐŽŵƉĞƚŝƚŝǀĞŶĞƐƐ ? Adult learning policy  W indeed, arguably all education policy  W 
was dominated by the Leitch Review of Skills, appointed in 2004 and issuing its final report 
Prosperity for all in the global economy  W world class skills (Leitch 2006) two years later. Lord Leitch, 
ĨŽƌŵĞƌůǇŚŝĞĨǆĞĐƵƚŝǀĞŽĨƵƌŝĐŚ&ŝŶĂŶĐŝĂů^ĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ ?ƌĞĐŽŵŵĞŶĚĞĚ ‘ƚŚĞh<ĐŽŵŵŝƚƚŽďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐĂ
world leader in skills by 2020, benchmarked against ƚŚĞƵƉƉĞƌƋƵĂƌƚŝůĞŽĨƚŚĞK ?. This implied a 
 ‘focus on ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐĂůůǇǀĂůƵĂďůĞƐŬŝůůƐ ? ƚŽ ‘ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƌĞĂůƌĞƚƵƌŶƐ ? in the labour market for individuals 
ĂŶĚĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ? ?ĂŶĚ ‘strengthening the voice of employers ? (Leitch 2006, pp. 3-4, 138). As NIACE 
pointed out, this might help individuals whose career aspirations  ‘are aligned totally with ... their 
employer .... For those who have bigger or broader ambitions, things may be harder. ? (NIACE 2006)  
A different kind of critique  W perhaps politically more barbed  W might have pointed to parallels 
between The Learning Age and two documents issued in the sunset days of the previous 
Conservative government. Lifetime Learning  W A Consultation Document was issued in December 
1995 (DfEE 1995); A Framework for a Learning Society (DfEE 1996) six months later. Their content 
shows some uncanny resemblances to The Learning Age. There were proposals to strengthen co-
ordination in  ‘investing in the training ĂŶĚĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚŽĨĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ? ?WƌŽƉŽƐĂůƐĨŽƌ ‘gaining the 
ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚŽĨŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐƚŽƌĞƚƵƌŶƚŽĂŶĚĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ? included enlisting the support of 
ďƌŽĂĚĐĂƐƚĞƌƐ ?ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐǁŝƚŚďĂŶŬƐƚŽĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞ ‘ĐĂƌĞĞƌĚĞǀůŽƉŵĞŶƚůŽĂŶƐ ? ?ŬĞĞƉŝŶŐƚĂǆƌĞůŝĞĨĂŶĚ
ďĞŶĞĨŝƚƌƵůĞƐ ‘ƵŶĚĞƌƌĞǀŝĞǁ ?ŝŶŽƌĚĞƌƚŽĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ ?ŽƌůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ )
ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐ ? Wthough ŝƚĨŽƵŶĚ ‘ůŝƚƚůĞƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĨƌŽŵƚŚĞĨŝŶĂŶĐŝĂůŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ ?for ILAs and it preferred 
ƐĐŚĞŵĞƐ ‘ƌƵŶďǇĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐĨŽƌƚŚĞŝƌŽǁŶĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ? ? ‘ĞǀĞůŽƉŝŶŐĂŶĞĨĨĞĐƚŝǀĞĂŶĚŚŝŐŚ-quality 
ŝŶĨƌĂƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞŽĨŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ?ĂĚǀŝĐĞĂŶĚŐƵŝĚĂŶĐĞ ? ?would include  ‘ĞǆĂŵŝŶŝŶŐƚŚĞƐĐŽƉĞĨŽƌ
ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐŝŶŐĂŚĞůƉůŝŶĞƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ ?.  ‘/ŵƉƌŽǀŝŶŐĂĐĐĞƐƐƚŽůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ? should involve encouragement to 
ĐŽůůĞŐĞƐƚŽĚĞůŝǀĞƌĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ ‘ǁŚĞƌĞƉĞŽƉůĞůŝǀĞŽƌǁŽƌŬ ?ĂŶĚŝŶ ‘ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐŚŝƉƐǁŝƚŚĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇĂŶĚ
ǀŽůƵŶƚĂƌǇŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶƐĂŶĚǁŝƚŚĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ?. Proposals to givĞ ‘people of all ages the opportunity to 
ĂĐƋƵŝƌĞƚŚĞďĂƐŝĐƐŬŝůůƐŽŶǁŚŝĐŚƚŽďƵŝůĚĨƵƌƚŚĞƌůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ?ĨŽĐƵƐƐĞĚŽŶůŝƚĞƌĂĐǇĂŶĚŶƵŵĞƌĂĐǇŝŶ
ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ ? ‘ĨĂŵŝůǇůŝƚĞƌĂĐǇ ?ĂŶĚ ‘ďĂƐŝĐƐŬŝůůƐƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐĨŽƌƵŶĞŵƉůŽǇĞĚĂĚƵůƚƐ ?. There would be measures 
ƚŽĚĞǀĞůŽƉ ‘effectŝǀĞƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐŚŝƉƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůůǇĂŶĚůŽĐĂůůǇ ?- between government, educational 
providers, employers, trade unions, voluntary organisations and others. These, the document 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
(DIUS 2009, pp. 4-5). Unfortunately this statement appeared too late to have a significant effect. (The 
ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛemphasis on adult vocational educational ŚĂĚ ‘led some to suggest ? that it did not value 
informal adult education.  ‘Nothing could be further from the truth. ? (DIUS 2008, p. 2) However, within a 
 ‘ƐƉĞŶĚŝŶŐŽŶĂĚƵůƚůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ ? ?ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐvocational) of £4.8bn (DIUS 2008, p. 2), it ŚĂĚ ‘ring-fenced £210m for 
informal adult learning ? ?/h^ ? ? ? ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ) ?)  
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concluded, ǁŽƵůĚĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞƚŽ ‘ĞƐƚĂďůŝƐŚŝŶŐĂƐŽĐŝĞƚǇŝŶǁŚŝĐŚůĞĂƌŶŝŶŐƚŚƌŽƵŐŚŽƵƚůŝĨĞbecomes a 
way of life.  The Government has taken many initiatives ... [b]ut responsibility is shared ... [with] 
ĞŵƉůŽǇĞƌƐ ?ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ?ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƌƐĂŶĚŵĂŶǇŽƚŚĞƌƐ ? ? ? ? ? ?Ĩ ? ? ? ? ?ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐŝŶŽƌŝŐŝŶĂů ) ? 
In most respects, therefore, the Conservative vision of lifelong learning, at least as configured in the 
mid-1990s, shared most of ƚŚĞƐĂŵĞĨĞĂƚƵƌĞƐĂƐ>ĂďŽƵƌ ?ƐƉŽƐƚ-1997 vision. There would be a 
national culture of lifelong learning, with responsibility (and costs) shared between individuals, 
employers and government. There would be measures to encourage individuals to commit 
themselves to continuing to learn  W including financial and tax incentives. Better information and 
guidance, improved access, better basic skills provision, local partnerships: all formed part of both 
Labour and Conservative policy lexicons. 
We suggested above  W from the perspective of social and political theory  W that we should not be 
surprised at ƚŚĞ>ĂďŽƵƌŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?ƐĂĐĐĞƉƚĂŶĐĞŽĨŐĞŶĞƌĂůŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůƚƌĞŶĚs on lifelong 
learning, or at its failure to develop a  ‘ĚĞŵŽĐƌĂƚŝĐƐŽĐŝĂůŝƐƚ ?ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝǀĞƐ. In fact, as we have seen, 
adult educators did attempt to develop and deploy an alternative perspective  W hardly in the 
language of democratic socialism, but at the same time clearly distanced from neoliberalism. Those 
who worked on this were deeply rooted in the politics, ideology and thinking of the labour 
movement, and drew on rich national traditions of democratic citizenship in adult and lifelong 
education  W yet also innovative thinkers, engaged with contemporary theoretical and policy debates. 
The evidence shows, however, that this alternative was ĚĞĐŝƐŝǀĞůǇŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĞĚŝŶƚŚĞŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?Ɛ
first two years, supplanted by a set of policies which was, in fundamentals, uncontroversial across 
the political spectrum.  
 
Conclusion 
At first sight this story appears to contradict the view ƚŚĂƚ ‘national context: institutional, political, 
ƐŽĐŝĂů ?ŝĚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ? shapes how international (and specifically EU) policies are configured in particular 
countries (Holford et al. 2008, p. 132). The family  W genealogical  W resemblances are very apparent 
ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ?ĨŽƌŝŶƐƚĂŶĐĞ ?ƚŚĞƵƌŽƉĞĂŶŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ ?ƐǁŚŝƚĞƉĂƉĞƌs Competitiveness, Employment, 
Growth (CEC 1994) and Teaching and Learning: towards the learning society (CEC 1995), the British 
ŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?ƐǁŚŝƚĞƉĂƉĞƌCompetitiveness: Forging Ahead  (DTI 1995) and its Lifetime 
Learning  W A consultation document DfEE 1995), and ƚŚĞ>ĂďŽƵƌŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?ƐǁŚŝƚĞƉĂƉĞƌLearning 
to Succeed (DfEE 1999). All reflĞĐƚƚŚĞ ‘ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƌǇ ?(Rizvi and Lingard 2010) of neoliberal globalisation, 
and the role of competitiveness, flexibility and skills in an effective response.  
Yet  ‘ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ PŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶĂů ?ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ?ƐŽĐŝĂů ?ŝĚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂ  ?is about much more than educational 
institutions, politics and ideology. Over its period in government, Taylor argues,  ‘EĞǁ ? Labour 
 ‘ĞŵďƌĂĐĞĚĞŶƚŚƵƐŝĂƐƚŝĐĂůůǇƚŚĞĐĂƉŝƚĂůŝƐƚĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ?ƚŚĞĚƌŝǀĞƚŽŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůŝƐŵĂŶĚƚŚĞƐƵƉƉŽƐĞĚŶĞĞĚ
ƚŽŝŶĚƵůŐĞŐƌŽƐƐŝŶĞƋƵĂůŝƚǇ ? ?Taylor 2009, p. 77). Under Blair, >ĂďŽƵƌ ?ƐƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂůlanguage of  ‘class 
and social change ?ǁĂƐƐƵƉƉůĂŶƚĞĚďǇinclusion and exclusion, the individual rather than the 
collective, and the permanence of markets. For example,  ‘ǁŝĚĞŶŝŶŐĂŶĚ ‘ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐ ?ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶŝŶ
higher education and lifelong learning ǁĞƌĞ ‘ĚĞůŝďĞƌĂƚĞůǇĞůŝĚĞĚ ?(Taylor 2009, p. 77).   
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From this perspective, ƚŚĞ ‘ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ?which international policy thinking on lifelong learning 
encountered in England was shaped principally by core agendas of the economy and electoral 
politics; the scope for sector-ƐƉĞĐŝĨŝĐ ?ŽƌƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ?ŐŝǀĞŶĂĚƵůƚĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ?ƐŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƚǇ ?ǁĞƐŚŽƵůĚƐĂǇ
sub-sector-specific) actors was highly circumscribed. Perhaps they had not realised how much the 
policy game had changed. Ball and Exley (2010) argue ƚŚĂƚĂ ‘ƌĞĚŝƐƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶŽĨƉŽůŝĐǇŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞǁŝƚŚŝŶ
ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶƉŽůŝĐǇŵĂŬŝŶŐƚŽǁĂƌĚƐŝŶĨŽƌŵĂůƉŽůŝĐǇŶĞƚǁŽƌŬƐ ?ĂŶĚĂ ‘ĐŽŶĐŽŵŝƚĂŶƚŵĂƌŐŝŶĂůŝƐĂƚŝŽŶŽĨ
ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů “ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐ ? W local authorities, teaching unions and the civil service, and academia  W began 
ĚƵƌŝŶŐƚŚĞ ? ? ? ?Ɛ ?ǁŝƚŚĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶƐďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ‘right-wing think tanks  ?such as the Institute for 
Economic Affairs (IEA), the Hillgate Group and the Centre for Policy Studies (CPS) ?ĂŶĚƚŚĞdŚĂƚĐŚĞƌ
government. Under New Labour  W in many respects a highly centralised regime  W  ‘ƚŚĞƌŽůĞĂŶĚ
ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶĐĞŽĨWƌŝŵĞDŝŶŝƐƚĞƌŝĂůĂĚǀŝƐĞƌƐ ?ůĞĚƚŽĂ ‘ƉƌŽůŝĨĞƌĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚŝŶŬƚĂŶŬƉŽůŝĐǇŶĞƚǁŽƌŬƐ ? ?Ɖ ?
152).  ‘/ŶƐŽŵĞƌĞƐƉĞĐƚƐ ? ?ƚŚĞǇƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ ? ‘ƚŚŝŶŬƚĂŶŬƐĨŝůůĂǀĂĐƵƵŵŽĨŝĚĞĂƐĐƌĞĂƚĞĚďǇƚŚĞĚĞƉůĞƚŝŽŶŽƌ
displacement of older policy orthodoxies  W both neo-ůŝďĞƌĂůĂŶĚǁĞůĨĂƌŝƐƚ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ) ? 
Four months after its election victory, Tony Blair began his speech to ƚŚĞ>ĂďŽƵƌWĂƌƚǇ ?ƐĂŶŶƵĂů
conference in light-hearted mood:  
As for Government, well, it beats the hell out oĨKƉƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ?dŚĞǇƌĞĂůůǇĚŽƐĂǇ ‘zĞƐ ?WƌŝŵĞ
DŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ ? ?9 zŽƵŚĂǀĞƚŽůĞĂƌŶĂǁŚŽůĞŶĞǁůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ?dŚĞǇ ?ƌĞŶŽƚŝŶƚŚĞŚĂďŝƚŽĨĐĂůůŝŶŐ
anything a good idea, which given the last 18 years is hardly surprising. When they describe 
ĂƉƌŽƉŽƐĂůĂƐ ‘ĂŵďŝƚŝŽƵƐ ? ?Žƌ ? ĞǀĞŶǁŽƌƐĞ ? ‘ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐ ? ?ǁŚĂƚƚŚĞǇƌĞĂůůǇŵĞĂŶŝƐƚŚĞǇŝŶŬŝƚ
was a stupid idea, dreamed up at the last minute for the manifesto. When they describe it as 
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administering one of our few remaining dependent territories. (Blair 1997) 
The irony is that, even as he spoke, a group of adult educators were working on ambitious ideas for 
building a learning society. Perhaps their proposals were ƚŽŽ ‘ĂŵďŝƚŝŽƵƐ ?ĂŶĚ ‘brave ?; certainly they 
would have been  ‘challenging ?. Unfortunately, they never got to first base: Blair himself, and his 
inner circle, had already appropriated the civil service lexicon. When adult educators played the 
policy game  W attempting to colour an emerging discourse of lifelong learning with some democratic 
citizenship and liberal education gloss  W they proved enthusiastic amateurs pitched against 
professionals: civil servants fresh from eighteen years of Thatcherism, fresh-faced prime-ministerial 
advisors, think-tankies and policy-networkers, all playing by new rules and destined for New 
Labour ?Ɛ premier league. 
  
                                                          
9
 This is an allusion to the popular BBC television comedy series, Yes, Minister (broadcast 1980-84) and Yes, 
Prime Minister (1986-87) ? ‘A benchmark for quietly civilised yet scalpel-sharp political satire ?these were  ‘based 
on a very simple observation: that for all its claims towards democracy, the British political system is largely 
run by unelected civil servants who run Machiavellian rings around their supposedly superior masters ? ?
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Table X.1 Current and recent participation in adult learning 1996-2010 by social class  
 1996 1999 2002 2005 2008 2010 
Total sample 40 40 42 42 38 43 
Social class AB 53 58 60 56 51 56 
Social Class C1 52 51 54 51 46 51 
Social Class C2 33 36 37 40 33 37 
Social Class DE 26 24 25 26 26 30 
 
Source:  Aldridge & Tuckett (2011), p. 17. The figures relate to the UK as a whole. 
 
